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Voices in Michigan Literacy:
An Interview with Dr. Jim Cipielewski
BY KATHLEEN

D

F.

CLARK

r. Jim Cipielewski is an associate professor of reading and language arts at Oakland University in

Rochester, Michigan. His special interests are in the teaching of reading across the grade levels and
children's and young adult literature. Before becoming a university professor, Dr. Cipielewski was a
classroom teacher and an elementary school principal. In his present position, he has worked with Michigan
teachers across the state in professional development contexts. He agreed to share his thoughts about balanced
literacy with our readership. The questions to which he responds were derived from those asked by teachers in
graduate reading courses.
KC: There continues to be much talk of balanced reading instruction among Michigan teachers. How do
you view the notion of balance? In what ways do you think it changes across the developmental span?
JC: I believe I first heard P. David Pearson talk about how balanced literacy should not be taking some ideas
from whole language and some from skills-based programs and combining them with the expectation that one
would automatically get the best of both worlds. We need to be very careful as to what we adopt and understand
the ramifications. My conception of balance would begin with keeping in mind our ultimate goal, helping
people to become literate. I like the "Vision Statement" that begins the Michigan English Language Arts
Standards. It begins: "The English language arts are the vehicles of communication by which we live, work,
share, and build ideas and understandings of the present, reflect on the past, and imagine the future." Within this
goal, then, I work within my own theoretical perspective to provide the environment, strategies, disposition,
and skills people need to grow as literate individuals. I think these needs change constantly both individually
and developmentally. One of the areas in which developmental differences exist is word study. These differences affect how I approach word study with teachers and my university students. I emphasize early on how to
recognize words the child already knows orally. Later, I move on to patterns based on word morphology, using
context both of the situation and the text. I also expect that as students accumulate more experience in the world
and with text, they will begin making more connections between domains of knowledge that they have, thereby
enabling them to process a wider and a deeper range of texts.
KC: Many teachers in my graduate courses wonder about the place of word recognition and comprehension instruction in a balanced literacy program. How do you view this?
JC: I almost always begin each presentation or class with the idea that if there is no comprehension, there is
no reading. Reading is ultimately about communication. That said, I think it is vital for good readers to have
very high levels of word recognition so that most cognitive capacity is used in comprehension and not in
trying to determine what the words are. As a result, I feel it is important that everyone develop a large store of
sight words (preferably from generous amounts of reading) and a "toolbox" of well-developed strategies and
skills for recognizing unknown words quickly and efficiently. It is very important that children understand the
alphabetic principle (i.e., phonics) but it is equally important that they have a wide range of strategies they can
employ to recognize words including the use .o f context, pictures, word parts, word families, and so on.
I think that it takes a very knowledgeable teacher to help students in the early grades develop good word
recognition while constantly reinforcing the idea that reading is always about meaning. It is too easy to say
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comprehension is the most important thing while sending the message through one's instruction and comments
that word recognition is what really matters. Richard Allington and others have pointed out that so often we
send this message when we habitually stop a student who is reading aloud to correct a pronunciation.
One of the reasons that I like the use of Language Experience Approach (LEA) with readers is that it stresses
the idea that written language is communication. The student and the teacher both understand that there is a
message to be constructed from the text. Since the meaning is so apparent, I can work with the text using choral
readings and repeated readings to develop sight words while at the same time I can "mine" the same text for
words to help develop analytic phonics lessons or look at other words for their structural components. Since
the student has dictated the story, all the words are in his or her oral vocabulary and I can now concentrate on
helping him or her recognize them using solid word recognition strategies such as those in Cunningham and
Allington 's Classrooms that Work: They Can All Read and Write.
I think that shared reading and using previewing and predicting with big books also helps to highlight and
to build comprehension. Certainly from the beginning we can use Directed Listening-Thinking Activities
(DL-TA) with some of our read-aloud books and move to Directed Reading-Thinking Activities (DR-TA)
with the shared reading and to help shape our guided reading lessons.
This is a very simplistic answer for a complex interplay. I'm advocating a program that contains word study as
well as independent and teacher-directed reading every day. I'm actually quite fond of a simple diagram of a
balanced literacy program that Linda Ayres developed and we modified several years ago, showing that there
should be six parts to such a program. [See Figure 1 on facing page.] Each day we must make sure that we have
included time for oral language, teacher-initiated reading and independent reading, teacher-initiated writing and
independent writing, and word study. The linchpin of the entire language arts program, however, is a teacher
with a strong theoretical base. Without a strong understanding of the components and processes involved in the
language arts, we are at risk of being swayed by every new purported "magic bullet" program that comes along.
We must have teachers knowledgeable in the language arts.
KC: How do you think literature study should be integrated into a balanced literacy program?
JC: Wow! What an interesting question. At a recent meeting of the United States Board on Books for Young
People, I heard a professor, Lissa Paul, who had been educated in England, state that her university felt that
teachers should be familiar with at least one thousand books before they began teaching. I don't think this is
likely to happen, but I love the idea. I think that good children's literature should be the core of any literacy
program. If you don't have the materials that are providing a wide range of topics, ideas, emotional experiences, and challenging concepts, there really is no heart or soul to the program. My experience leads me to
believe, as teachers, we often choose a book because it fits with a particular unit, such as friendship, or because
it is at the correct "reading level" for a group. So do we choose books based on the course of study or because
they are great stories that will provide students with the opportunity to explore? Now, I do realize that these are
not mutually exclusive, but I fear that something Ken Goodman and Pat Shannon decried over a decade ago has
come to pass-the "basalization" of literature.

I'm arguing that we need to provide the best books we can find for our literacy programs. This includes those
we use for read alouds, book clubs, or literature circles; examples to use within our writing lessons; and so
on. We need to be constantly on the lookout for books with good literary merit and important content. I don't
want children's literature to be just the "text" we choose to use for our lessons. I want them to help form the
lessons. To quote again from the "Vision Statement" of the Michigan English Language Arts Standards: "Content includes the ideas, themes, issues, problems, and conflicts found in classical and contemporary literature
and other texts, such as technical manuals, periodicals, speeches, and videos. Ideas, experiences, and cultural
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perspectives we discover in texts help us shape our vision of the world. The insights we gain enable us to
understand our cultural, linguistic, and literary heritages."
KC: The issue of genre has been given increased attention in recent years. What role does genre play in
the notion of balance?
JC: During the summer I'm privileged to co-teach a course, The Authors' and Illustrators' Art and Craft, with
Linda Pavonetti. In this course we explore the creative process of children's literature with a different author or
illustrator each class session. This last summer, we had an intense discussion/disagreement/debate among three
authors as to what constituted historical fiction . After several days of exploration, one student finally asked,
"Why does it matter what genre a book is?"

Now this will seem a circuitous path to my answer, but please bear with me. If we adhere to the belief that the
meaning resides within the text, the genre doesn't really come into play. But, if we believe that each reader
is constructing meaning, then genre plays an important role. The Michigan Definition of Reading is based on
the premise that readers construct meaning. Most educators also agree that prior knowledge plays a key role
Figure 1.
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in comprehension. We often talk about three areas of prior knowledge-general world knowledge, knowledge
about the specific topic, and knowledge about how text works. So, one part of that prior knowledge is understanding how particular types of text are structured. We expect that a book that begins "Once upon a time ... "
will be a fairy tale or have some element of the fairy tale in it. There are conventions that we recognize as to
how different genres are composed and understood. (We can also write in such a way as to use those conventions in novel and unexpected ways to emphasize or satirize an idea.)
In a program that is teacher-centered and driven by skills, there is the risk that genre study could become
something students would learn by being told the identifying characteristics of each. Students would then be
able to tell you that tall tales are derived from legends, have larger than life characters, and are humorous. But,
if I want a balanced program, I want the literature to speak for itself. I want students to discover these elements
and to discuss them, play with them, and use them in their own writing. If I think of genre in these terms, it
becomes knowledge to be integrated into a system of strategies that will enhance understanding and allow a
reader to make new connections between texts and ideas.
There is another risk in genre study for all of us. That is becoming too focused on a particular genre by grade
or by topic. All students need to be exposed every year to a wide range of genre. Tall tales should not only be
talked about in fourth grade, for example, but across the years and across the classes. In addition, when we plan
units on Michigan or on dinosaurs, we should not restrict our literature selections to informational text. We also
need to explore poetry, historical fiction, fantasy, and the like. I always enjoyed beginning my fifth-grade science unit on marine life with "Why the Sea Is Salt," a folk tale found in several northern and eastern European
cultures. This is what I want from a balanced literacy program.
KC: How do we maintain balance in reading programs given the demands/constraints of No Child Left
Behind?
JC: This is usually the place where I can get on my soapbox and deplore the current state of affairs, how
government is interfering in literacy education and they should just leave us alone. But, I know that is not going
to happen. I've seen too many different programs come and go over the years. I think we have to do what we
are supposed to do-use the knowledge we have to teach in the best way we know how. But we have to extend
that teaching beyond our own classrooms. We need to engage our parents and local communities with newsletters, with opportunities for dialogue as to what we are doing in schools and why. We need to demonstrate that
we do use well-developed and carefully designed methods to teach literacy. That brings us back to the middle
of the aforementioned diagram-a language arts teacher who has solid knowledge about literacy processes and
content.
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The ABC's of Reading Strategies for Volunteers

Effective reading strategies at your fingertips - just tuck
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4xll cards, K-12. $6.00

Come inside the schools and classrooms of eleven educators as they share their stories. Best practices are shared
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ideas to help your volunteers and tutors be more effective
and informed. $3.00
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More learning and thinking strategies to enhance effective
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and word identification with these learning and thinking
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Michigan Reading Association
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and practice. Based on the work of Regie Routman and
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pages. $10.00

Kaleidoscope 2002
Outstanding student writing to share with your class! This
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phonics instruction, writing process, and invented spelling
along with practice tips on how parents can help their child
achieve success in school. By the Michigan Department of
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and Best Practice
Designed as a flipchart, research evidence is presented
along with implications for classroom application. Areas include the goals of reading, decoding, vocabulary,
comprehension, self concept, scaffolds, cooperative
grouping, authentic assessment, materials selection, and
family support. The Michigan definition of reading, a
glossary and an extensive bibliography are also included.
©2000. $3.00

MEAP: Preparation and Best Practices
Effective classroom practices to use with students while
preparing for the MEAP will be presented in this easy-touse flipchart. Relevant for all subject areas, ten effective
classroom practices to use with all students will be shared
along with practices to avoid. $3.00
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